The Third Mission

CHAPTER X
AN OREGON CRIME

Save for the ydping and baying of dogs in the settlement, and the wailing of distant coyotes, the
great brown desart to the north of Vulture Point was slent. The last threshing crew had retired
from their work beneath the semi-tropicad sun, and the twinkling lights in the ranch windows
denoted that they were enjoying awell-earned repast.

With the full blaze of the summer moon upon them, dl the objects in the desert sood out with
greater prominence than daylight itsdf could give. Barns hdf full of wheat, corrds crowded with
degping hogs orchards full of heavily laden fruit-trees stood out clear to the eye. One could
count the black forms of the animas, or the rich clusters of yellow peaches.

Far away to the south, Snowy Bute rose againg the Ky, its proud crest lifted high above the
other mountains that hemmed in the valey of the Rogue River. Like huge sentinds crouching in
grotesque attitudes, they sheltered the desert from the northeast wind, casting their shadows on
the coaling plain.

No rain has fdlen for saverd months, and the creeks gape with dry, parching throats, as if
seeking pity from the beautiful, unrdenting moon. All is dill—so Hill thet it might be midnight
indead of eght o'clock. The summer evenings in Oregon are very short; the sun snks to its
western bed dmogt before the afternoon is fully spent, leaving the skies as it found them, blue
with the blue that wearies.

To the north of the desart, facing a winding track that branches off from the chief highway a
short distance from the settlement, stands a little wooden house and a few hundred acres of
fenced-in ground. At the back of it is a gently doping hill, covered with a dense forest of pine-
trees, some of which adjoin the orchard. This latter conssts of about a hundred and twenty trees
laden with peaches, plums, and apples, some of which now litter the hard-caked soil. Leaving the
orchard and going toward the back entrance of the house, one passes in successon plots of wheat
and of Indian corn. To the right lie the barns and corrd; to the left, a wdl for the use of the
ranchmen. Beside the well is a pile of loose logs ready for the stove. The space around is bare,
affording no shdlter for cregping animds.

Something, however, is moving, Slently wriggling, with head dretched forward and eyes on
the dert, over the soil that, upon close examindion, is seen to be swarming with black beetles.
This creature, short, thick, and hideoudy striped with broad yellow bands, is the much dreaded
rattle-snake—an eerie, evil thing to be aroad on a beautiful summer night. When close to the
brink of the wdl, it hats, cringes in an atitude of rapt attention, ligening to a faint scraiching
sound—the noise of some animd trying to force its way out of a prison. The snake curls its back
in doubt whether to advance or retreat, but its trepidation is only momentary. Rendered reckless,
perhaps, by the memory of some domestic grievance—for who knows if snakes, like men, love
and suffer—it suddenly moves forward, heedless of consequences.

Crash! one of the logs on the summit of the pile moves, totters, and fdls, from the place where
it has lain, a grey head with snarling teeth pesps out, cautioudy scanning the horizon. Following
the head is a long thin body, thet lies for a few seconds in its new postion. Then, seeing nothing
of an antagonigic nature—for, in spite of its cautious circumspection, it has not perceived the



poisonous reptile—it drops to the ground and approaches the well. Then, but not till then, does
the creature become aware of the ringed form approaching it.

For a moment the two crestures glare at each other in curious expectation. To the stoat there is
an expresson in the snake's eye which seems unnaturd; hitherto it has regarded the serpent tnbe
as distinctly peacegble, why, then, should this one glare with such intense mdignity? Why does
it spit out its forked tongue and hiss? Because—and a shiver passes through the poor stoat—it is
mad—mad with the summer heat. By degrees it becomes animated, its eyes more and more
baneful—its tail rings out arapid warning—and it makes arush for the now petrified stoat.

The latter stands as if fascinated, and remains so until its foe—for there can no longer be any
doubt as to the snake's intentions—has gpproached within a few inches. The spdl is then broken,
and, regaining the use of its limbs, it retreats towards the wall. The snake makes ready for the
fatd attack, draws back its head, and with a muscular movement of its striped neck, suddenly
lunges forward. With a spasmodic motion the stoat springs asde, avoiding the vicious thrust; but
in S0 doing it sumbles over the brink of the well and labs with a loud splash into the water. The
walls beng high and dippery, aford no means of escape; and, after a brave struggle for life, the
anima sinks beneath the dark surface, whilst its foe, scared by its unaccountable disappearance,
seeks shelter beneath the wood pile.

I, Agonostes, waited to witness the end of the fight, and then turned toward the house with
noisaess feet, and stepping on to the low platform, | entered the kitchen.

There were but four rooms in the dwdling, two on the ground floor, and two immediately
above. The kitchen, in which | found mysdf, was a smal apartment, with a sove in the middle,
and a few plain pieces of furniture set around the wals. Under the window was a ded table upon
which the evening med was lad. It was not a sumptuous repas—home-made bread, syrup
ingead of butter, bacon and fried eggs. On the other sde of the room was a large chest which
sarved a double purpose; the top was used as a rolling board, while the drawers contained
groceries. Beside this stood a wooden bench, bearing a bucket of water and two or three dippers.
This condtituted the furniture of the kitchen.

The room next to it, Syled the guest’s chamber, was in redity a kind of lumber closst, dl sorts
of odds and ends littering the floor. Overhead were the bedrooms, separated from each other by a
amd|l patition destitute of a door, and so thin as to afford no privacy. To attempt to deep in such
rooms, amid such filth as there prevailed, would have been waste of time. One glance a the
hordes of “ydlow jackets” and other more obnoxious insects, was enough to impress this upon
the mind of any reasonable man.

Outsde, in the veranda, wrapped up in a blanket, is the place to degp—there, though not
wholly free from insect vidtors, dreams will come a last, to cheat the degper with visons of his
lifein the old country.

Voices from the direction of the well atracted my attention. | looked; the occupants of the
house were crossing the yard. The tdl man in the centre, with the douch hat cardedy thrust on
the back of his head, was, | knew, my client—Edward Holt. He on the right, with a weaker, less
marked physiognomy, was Ernest Rickman, his ranch “chum,” and the long, lanky-bearded giant
on the left was Bill Brooke, a Cdifornian outlaw. From a mord point of view none of the trio
were prepossessing; a minister might have passed severd times before making up his mind to
address them. This, of course, was to my satisfaction; and | had little doubt of the success of my
present campaign.

“Come on, boys, let's get our grub!” Holt exclamed, throwing a sack. of corn, which he had
been carrying on his shoulders, down upon the platform.



“I guess you an't far wrong, Ed,” the Cdifornian replied gruffly, from the tin basn in which
his shock head had just been cooling. “I put in a spell of tough work this afternoon, and fed that
| could do with a bite.”

Rickman spoke next. “The eggs will be cold; get a move on you, Bill,” he sad impatiently,
drawing in hischar.

With a good many splutterings and oaths, the Cdifornian completed his ablutions, and, after
emptying the basin into the yard, sat down to the med. His ferrety eyes soon perceived that Holt
had not been s0 fadidious. There is one thing ranchmen usudly avoid—stting down to food
with dirty hands. Their bodies may be unacquainted with weter, their language and habits equaly
foul, but their hands, rough and misshgpen as they are, must be washed before egting. Offenders
againd this socid rule have arough time of it in Oregon.

Bill grew serious. “Do you know what the boys at the Point say, Ed?" he remarked.

“No, and darn meiif | care.”

It was a contemptuous reply, shot out between mouthfuls of egg.

“Wal, | reckon it won't ham you to hear. Anyway you've got to do so. They sez, Holt, sez
they, is the muckiest man we' ve ever struck. He makes bread with dirty hands.”

“I’ve something to say to you two,” was the only reply vouchsafed by bit.

“Spit it out, boss.”

Bill was apprehensve, and chewed his quid of tobacco uneesly. Holt's “somethings’ were
often of a dangerous nature.

Rickman, the quicker of the two, had jumped to conclusions.

“It's a@out young Goodman, an't it?" Bill's eyebrows were in devation—he smelt poison.
Holt, in the quiet manner of one accustomed to take the lead in risky enterprises, with that steady
sdf-possession to be met with in born gamblers, thrust his hands into his hip pockets and faced
the others.

“You're on the track, Ern,” he said. “It’s that precious young tenderfoot who, by the bye, ought
to be here by now.”

“The "Frisco Examiner has been blowing mighty hard over those railway drikes” Bill put in.
“Do you reckon the kid's got skeered and trotted home?’ | had been standing by the door during
their med, but a the beginning of this colloquy | left that postion and posted myself behind the
char of my dient, with one hand on his shoulder and the other on his moist forehead, pressng it
amog caressngly. This formed a link between us, so tha the evil persuasons of my soul might
without hindrance enter his contaminated mind.

“I hope not, boys” he was saying, “for you see, a lot depends on his coming. If the sum his
mother named is landed a the bank, therés not much fear about our share of it—even
supposing—and he is such a d—d tenderfoot that the notion's ridiculous—he takes it into his
head to doubt us and ask questions at the Point, what will he hear? Nothing againgt us!”

Rickman, who was logt in thought, asked suddenly—

“Is Josh Brown square?’

“Josh?’ said Holt. “Safe as the old mare in the corrd. I've sounded him on that score. He isn't
such ason of agun asto give us away to any greenhorn.”

The spesker’s lips curled at the bare idea of such innocence in the loca storekeeper. Ole Man
Brown, as folks cdled him, was a notability—a hard-headed busness man who had managed to
pile up money in adigrict where otherslost it, and at atime when others fdt its absence.



If any stranger wanted to buy land round the Point, he went to old Brown; if he wished to en
quire into the antecedents of any member of the community, he went to old Brown. Not aways
to dicit truth perhaps, but to get hisfill of facts—quite possible facts and plenty of them!

From this it may be gathered that Brown was a well-known character; and Brown's daughters
were certainly the dite of the place.

Every ambitious young famer in the disrict had a hankering after them, and a one time or
another had been seen, in his Sunday best, fixing his horse to the post on the stone platform; and
every one had taken his refusd with an ar of submisson, for al knew Ole Man Brown and his
love for his daughters.

So Josh was the fird, perhgps the only man who needed “sgquaring” —the opinions of the rest
counted for little.

“Wadll, if you' ve settled with Josh, that' s everything.”

Rickman was but half satisfied, however, and his voice showed it.

“You can deep on that,” said Holt complacently. 1’ ve fixed him, and Jack Whitely too.”

“The Bedford Banker?' said Bill, who was beginning to show some excitement.

“That's the boy—Jack is dick enough for dl the Bedford hoodlums’ (Anglice, scapegoats).

“You're right. With him on our side, we shal do well.” Still Rickman was not at ease.

“Mrs Goodwin wrote to him on my recommendation,” went on Holt, “asking a few pages of
questions about us, our ranch, and our prospects. Also dating, that in the event of her son
emigrating, she intended to lodge £500 with him. You bet, Jack gave her dl the information she
wanted!”

My dient laughed, and the others followed suit; his mirth and his cynicdsm were dike
infectious.

In the Weg, it is customary after supper to St on the platform and enjoy the cool night air. |
crouched among the men as they did so, observing them glently, and & my leisure.

Holt was the first to speak, drowning the faint barking of some distant dogs, and the click of
hammersin some forge away across the desert.

“You are anxious to get back to the old country, Ern—and you, Bill, to the East?’

“Anxious is hardly the correct word,” Rickman replied, from his recumbent postion agangt
the wdl. If you had said inferndly keen, you would have been nearer it.”

“That's about it,” chimed the Cdifornian, “d—d keen. I'm thirsty for York city and the yalow-
haired girls”

Holt laughed mechanicaly—this was no time for bantering woman-talk.

“Like me” he sad, taking no notice of the lagt dlusion, “you both want money; like me, you
aen't paticular how you get it. But, unlike me, you haven't tried and tried, and thought and
thought over every way that seemed possible”

“Yes” they muttered wearily—they were tired of taking about this money which came no
nearer for dl ther taking—“so long as we can leave this God-forsaken hole behind, we don't
care how we raise the dollars. Put usin the way of getting them, and we'll soon show you.”

“Wadl, boys” and Holt eyed them from his postion in the shadow as they sat Slhouetted in the
moonlight, “you shdl. There is nothing to prevent your moving from here)” he sunk his voice to
awhigper, “if, if” “—the repetition made his hearers shudder—*if you make up your minds.”

Rickman stirred awvkwardly—maybe he had had some dim notions himsdlf.

“You speak inriddles,” he said.

“Do I?1'll make mysdlf clearer. None of us are over-scrupulous, eh, Bill?’



The Cdifornian fdt his veins creep. In the daytime, when the clear sun burned and blazed, te
was as daring as the best of them; but a night, when the shadows fell grim and weird, and the
moon shone cold, Bill was another cresture. He peered at the boss, and the boss, with the
advantage of pogtion, stared back a him. Both his tone and look were full of deadly
ggnificance.

“N—no,” Bill replied, shivering. “I an't particular—darn me if I'm skeered 0 anything. Why,
when | was down in Cdiforny, once—"

“WEe ve heard that gag before,” cut in the boss. “Y ou may say you an't particular?’

“| sezs0.”

“Sodol,” chimed in Rickman.

It was ludicrous to observe how completedly Holt's stronger will dominated theirs. When he
gooke, they lisgened, swearing with him, laughing with him, grumbling with him, entirdy swayed
by hiswords, to do as he bid them.

For several days they had noticed he had been gloomy and absent-minded—as they
conjectured, turning over in his brain some plan for their emancipation. His voice went on:

“Once edtablish the fact of your willingness to get off by hook or crook—the rest must be
satisfactory.

We will ga it—we will—’" he hissed out with snakish energy. The whole ranch vibrated with
it, the huge outlined mountains took it up and flung it back again.

“Wewill get it!”

The coyotes baying among the pine-trees seemed to have caught the sound, and echoed it in
sympathetic mdignity. He paused to note with satisfaction the effect of his words; they had been
playing on his tongue for weeks, waiting for the moment of liberty which had come & lagt.

The black, swarthy head of my dient was intendfied in the white light, the lean cadaverous
face of Rickmen, the huge ungainly form of the Cdifornian, were weird enough company for
any one to meet, and their thoughts were stranger ill. No one spoke. Holt beat time on the
woodwork with hisfeet. He had given himsdf away. With what result?

His usudly emotionless naiure was evidently agitated, the cool ar passing over the plan from
Snhowy Bute fanned his face. The arr, like the man, was impure. It brought with it the faintest
tinge of something nauseous, something deed.

In hot countries the carcass of an anima becomes unbearable even in the short time that
elapses before the birds of prey discover it. Rickman, glad of some excuse to turn from the
momentous subject under discusson, sad gruffly:

“Why didn’t you turn the hogs loose, Ed? That cow stinks.”

My dlient frowned—he didiked digressons.

“Because,” he sad shortly, “the brute died of poison—I thought | told you about the rattler we
found close to it. It mugt have lan down on the sneke. Rattlers are just a hbit tricky this hot
wegther. But what has that got to do with what we were taking about?’

The Cdifornian grunted; he was in no mood to bind himsdf over to a plot incurring lynch law.
He had seen something of that down South. His brain was dow and cautious for a Westerner;
moreover, he was tired with his day’s work, and wanted rest for his limbs as wdl as time for his
thoughts.

He drew in hislegs asif they pained him.

“I reckon, boys” he said, “I'll turn in. We can tak about the kid when he comes, time enough
then and plenty. So long!”



Holt neither spoke nor moved; he was too incensed to trust himsdf, so he contented himsdlf
with looking a Bill as he languidly rose and douched off. There was little to glean from his
expresson—it was sullen and tired, with the heaviness that comes from long hours in the hot
un.

As he passed Rickman, the latter rose, and, bidding Holt good-night, followed Bill into the
kitchen, cloang the door after him. Holt Strained his ears to the utmost, but could not hear their
voices, and in a very few moments, their movements in the veranda overhead told him tha they
hed retired for the night. The wind Hill blew over the plan with the same fant, pedtilentid taint.
The embersin the kitchen stove burned up brightly, and then died out.

Stll, in the distance the dogs barked, the coyotes howled, the moon mocked them with its
changdess lignt—and ill my client sat on the edge of the platform, beeting with his foot against
the boarding.

The spirit of aggresson—my spirit—was upon him; he cursed his comrades, he cursed the
beasts on the hills, he cursed the luck that had brought him thither. Nothing would have pleased
him better than an outlet for his combative propensties—some object on which to vent his
pleen.

As | looked a him, he became amog the incarnation of evil—the evil that belongs to master
ciminds. His head, as | have sad, was massve, and the bumps of mischief on ether sde were
remarkably developed. And, as is 0 often the case with crimind heads of the higher intelectua
order, the perceptive and reasoning faculties were srongly marked, thereby drengthening the
natura propensities.

When | came to look a the back of the skull there was a singular deficiency—it fel away
suddenly just where the mord group is often found, and would have attracted any novice in
phrenology. Speaking of the head leads me to criticise the features. His eyes, surmounted by
black eyebrows, were brown, or rather dark yellow, cool, steady, and haf closed, with something
in their quiet depths to arouse suspicion, and put a prudent man upon his guard. They were the
eyes of amurderer.

The usud immohbility of his face had given way to a flush and a dight twitch of annoyance. He
was not accustomed to having his plans frusrated; he had wished for the company of his
companions to discuss an important matter, and they had refused it.

It had been through the agency of Rickman, who had sent an ingenious letter to a housemagter
a his old school, that Goodwin had undertaken the journey. Without any other choice but the
drudgery of an office, the boy, on leaving school, had communicated with the same mader,
hoping to hear of an opening aboroad. Strange to relate, that very morning the latter had received
Rickman’s glowing letter, from which he quoted some portions

“For a amal sum a share in our syndicate can be bought. This would give an additiond interest
to the purchaser, who would naturdly be drawn closer to the life than f he were a hired hand.
Stll, | should be glad to have boys from you here in any capacity, if only out of affection for the
old school .’

Goodwin was dedtined to remember the housemaster's concluding remark—-“Rickman is a
man to be trusted, warm-hearted and sincere. Go to him by al means, and you will be sure of a
royd welcome.”

This closed the correspondence as far as the master was concerned. Goodwin had yet to write
to Rickman. Severd anxious weeks of waiting ensued, then came the reply.

It was principally composed of a description of the ranch, its products and prospects, and of the
capitd necessary for a share in the syndicate. Rickman played his role wdl. Careful not to make



the financid portion too important, he wrote as one cheery, genia public schoolboy would write
to another. And he succeeded.

Mrs Goodwin remarked to her dearest friend:

“Our boy will not be going to strangers, but to an old schoolfellow, a dear, kind young man,
who will be like an eder brother to him. It is such a comfort to know of some one so thoroughly
to be trusted.”

So, on recommendation of the syndicate, Mrs Goodwin entered into correspondence with a
banker in Bedford city, the nearest town to Vulture Point, and arranged to transmit to him boo, as
soon as her son had settled down to ranch life.

All preiminaries being thus concluded to the satisfaction of both parties, Goodwin, furnished
with an daborate outfit, left England when the summer was ill young, and the trees covered
with fresh leaves. Full of eager anticipations, his boyish hopes shrouding the future in a hado of
romance, he travelled westward, thrilling with glad young wonder at the new sights he saw.

* * %

Holt had not moved much except to shift his handsto his knees.

“I want the money more than the others do,” his thoughts ran, “and | generdly get what | want
out here. As far as | can see, there are two courses open to me—either to abscond with the
money if he is unwilling to part with it, and leave the others to shift for themsdves or to let the
others do away with the youngster and go shares in the £500. The former is more dangerous—
but bah, why should | care—thereis only one life efter dl.”

Here | intervened: “And of course, no heresfter.”

“True,” he went on, “there is no evidence of a God or of punishment—none. All that is an idle
uperdtition of the ancients. Life ends with deeth, and desth can only last a moment. I'll risk it. |
have nothing to lose, much to gain. Nature gave me plenty of wits, and, by Jove, I'll use them.”

The rafters overhead creaked.

“Hullo!” cried Holt suspicioudly, “aren’t you felows adegp? Y ou’ ve been there long enough.”

Cdifornian Bill replied with a prolonged snore, indicating his inability to converse.

It was now late, and mindful of a heavy day’s work to come, Holt rose and dowly moved
away. Weary with toil and scheming he was soon adeep, and | aone in the ranch was ill
watching.

Preferring to keep my vigil on the platform, | gazed reflectively a the long row of mountains,
pencilled darkly in the moonlit background. Somehow Snowy Bute riveted my attention, and |
found mysdlf expecting something strange to gppear on its summit.

“How like that grey rock is to a human figure” | thought. “It moved It is a figurel It is leaping
through space and coming towards me.”

| stood amazed. What form, or spirit, was this? Then it drew nearer, and the hdo of light
accompanying it showed me tha it was an angd of heaven. | recognised that the dimly-seen
santly features and mournful eyes must be those of Sagatheda In another moment she was by
my sde, regarding me with her accustomed meancholy. She spoke, but tears amost choked her
voice—“Once more we meet, O Agonostes—and das that | find thee thus occupied. Lovest thou
Diaphernes dtill as ever?’

These words only added fud to the kindling flame; | faced her impatiently, fascinated by the
countenance | so bitterly hated.



“Ay,” | cried in my fierceness, “I love him more than ever. And should | not? Has he not done
more for me than thy God will ever do?’

She paused for a moment, then laid her hand upon my shoulder. A sensation like that which |
had experienced on a previous occason pervaded my limbs. | looked upon her with diminishing
abhorrence, that might amost have changed to liking. Had she continued slently looking & me
with those holy eyes, and touching me with that gentle hand, she might have gained a victory.
But she spoke. The light of love in her eyes impressed me differently from the tone of her voice.
The latter was too womanish! With an impatient shrug of my shoulder that loosened her hold, |
confronted her in sullen stubbornness. Never was a woman more fully convinced of her falure to
force love from the unwilling—she stood slent, and her slence spoke of the intendty of her
shame.

She threw one imploring look a me tha lingered long in my mind. Then, dmost
unintentiondly, | cried to Digphernes for strength to keep loyd to him. And there was sent upon
me afit of savage, irresdtible fury.

Forgetting her immortaity, | legped a her with murderous intent, and a barbarous yel upon
my lips. Then as | plunged forward and clutched the air, a cry which might have been that of a
soul with its love refused broke upon my ears, and rang around me. A light, white and blinding,
flashed in a successon of quick flashes from the summit of Snowy Bute, and ere it ceased
Sagatheda had vanished. But on the eastern horizon | read, written in crimson letters across the
fathomless blue: “THINK NOT TO TERRIFY GOD’S OWN ELECT WITH EMPTY BLOWS.”

Then a mighty wind swept across the barren plain, and in it, riding on a cod-black horse, | saw
the figure of an angd in shining armour, whose open vizor reveded the face of her whom | had
griven to repulse. Through fence and barrier the swift steed bore her on, and, as she dashed past
me, | heard her say:

“Next time thou seest me, thou shdt implore my forgiveness.”

Then an earthquake seemed to heave up the bosom of the earth; the mountains reared their
heads, the solemn pines waved to and fro, the desert pat forth flames, and | hid my facein fear.

CHAPTER XI
THE TENDERFOOT

Life on a ranch out West seldom varies from the same dull routine. Thompson’'s County, Oregon,
was no exception. In summer work begins a five, before the hot sun has risen, and the ar is ill
cold. Breskfagt a sx, then off to the orchard, corrd, or cornfidd—work, work, work, with the
scorching sun overheed, the hard baked soil under foot, swearing, blaspheming, boasting of
drunken and immora reveries, taes of women and of Chinese 'Frisco—stories of a hundred and
one fictitious escapades. Back to a hasty dinner a deven, and off again. Such is the life that men
leed out West with land to sdl—but it is shrouded with glamour when they spesk to ther
younger brethren in the old country. “ Plenty of work, plenty of honestly earned rest.”

To Neville Goodwin the change, after a life of English comfort, was very crue—and dthough
he was a firs too much attracted by the novety of his surroundings to give way to grief, he soon
learned to bemoan the difference, and suffered dl the miseries of home-sickness,

Of the trestment he received from his companions he had no complaint to make. They had
been kind and consderate, had alowed him a day or two's rest, and given him the lightest tasks.
Seeing that he had not the physique to stand the strain of work in cornfield and orchard, he had



been appointed cook, which, with their limited menu, involved no great labour. Tea, bacon, or
mush for breskfast; tea, bacon, potatoes, sometimes hard beef, more rarely beans and damper, for
dinner; tea, bacon and eggs for supper. Milk was a luxury, to be seen but seddom, and whisky
never appeared at medls.

Limited as the menu was, there was one dish which caused Goodwin some anxiety to prepare.
That dish was mush. The at of making porridge snks into indgnificance compared with the
Oregon recipe for mush.

A handful of smooth oatmed is poured into a frying pan dready swimming in liquid bacon fa;
this compound is dirred till it becomes an uninviting yelow page, panfully suggesive of train
oil; with it is mixed a cupful, sometimes of milk, oftener of water, and the whole must be kept on
the movetill its hissng and bubbling announces bailing pitch, when it is ready.

Goodwin's difficulty lay in judging exactly the right moment for adding the wate—he was
often too soon or too late, with disastrous results. But the men were either too polite or not
fadidious enough to grumble a the spoilt flavour—and ate the food placed before them with
stoicism worthy of a better cause. Perhaps, hunger was often responsible for this.

Besides undertaking the culinary department, Goodwin had other duties to perform. Every
morning the hogs had to be supplied with drinking water, and this involved consderable manud
labour a the corrd pump. It took rather more than two hours to fill the troughs, and by the end of
the time his ams ached horribly. It was crud, wearisome labour for one of delicate physique.
But wha Goodwin hated far more than the muscular strain was the mentd inactivity. The
monotony of the task was terrible. As his aams moved, and the rusty iron cresked and the water
glashed, his eyes wandered vainly over the unlovely plain to find one spot whereon they could
rest with plessure.

So, on the whole, his new sphere of life was most unprepossessing, and differed totaly from
that to which he had looked forward. The “Romance of the Wild West” was disspated; the bold,
large-hearted ranchmen and cowboys were far removed from their materia representatives—
mean, cunning, petty farmers and dishonest hired hands.

To Goodwin the gradua reveation of the sordid sde of human nature, the craft and subtilty of
men, with their lug, ther immordity, ther crudty, ther treachery, was like a blow tha
gsaggered the foundations of his being. He sat in slent shame, with a strange thrill of indignation
pulsng through him, as he ligened to the vile badinage that dways went on after meds. It was
0 new, S0 teribly new to him—and he fet his heart die within him as he heard it. A sudden
transgportation from heaven to hell could not have dismayed him more.

But this was only the beginning. His eyes were merdly being opened to the foulness which
does exig in one section of humanity. He had yet to find that the beloved ones, from whom he
had lately parted, were to shatter his faith sill more. And he had begun to count on them for
sympathy and a ready audience when he returned. A scheme for leaving the ranch, getting to
New York, and thence to England, and throwing himsdf trustfully upon ther afections was
dready forming in his brain. Unfortunately for him, he had not yet learned to mask hisfedings.

The three men read him like an open book. They never ceased to watch him, trying to gather
from his expresson how long this fit of home-sickness was likdly to last. Would it pass avay and
leave him resgned to his fate, submitting to Sgn away his freedom and trander to them dl the
capital he possessed—or would it develop into aruling passon?

There are some people, who, true to first impressions, never change their aversons, but hold to
them through dl vicisstudes. Goodwin was one of these. As a child he had had fixed idess of



what life should be, given certain conditions, aso he had been imbued with strong likes and
didikes that were never modified.

In his letters home he gave way to them, expdiating on the disgppointment he was
experiencing, on the usdessness of investing in so digasteful an enterprise. He seemed to be
adways poring over these letters—at least so it appeared to the Californian, who had undertaken
the duties of spy. Such a task presented little difficulty—everything fadlitated it. Bill had merdy
to return a an unexpected hour from his work, approach the house unobserved, and ensconce
himsdf agang the wal on the windowless 9de. There, by peering through some large cracks in
the wall, he could observe much and deduce more.

More than once he had been surprised to see Goodwin kneding on the floor in prayer; a other
times he buried his face in his hands and rdieved his fedings by violent, dmogt hyderica
weeping. This behaviour was very novd to the hardened Cdifornian, and, dthough he could not
help feding amused at the boy’s prayers to a God in whom he himsdf dsbdieved so thoroughly,
it was not without pity that he beheld his grief.

Bill was not a thorough villain. Few wesk—as the world calls “weak”—men are. He ill had a
heart, crusted as it was with a covering of sin, that was cgpable of a kind of sympathy. A volley
of oaths would doubtless have gppeded to him more than tears, but he was beginning to
undergand that dl Englishmen were not cast in the mould of Holt and Rickman; that, on the
contrary, some were gently nurtured, and compelled respect through their smple purity. Still,
Bill could not afford to be scrupulous. He feared Holt too much to forsake him and sde with the
tenderfoot; so he applied himsdf to his work, and reported the things he had witnessed to the
boss.

The argument that ensued between them produced a definite result. One evening, on the plea of
posting a letter, Goodwin excused himsef from supper and set off dowly towards the settlement.
The ground in front of him was flat and bare for severa hundred yards, without trees or bushes
or anything behind which a man might lie. Then, however, a perhaps a quarter of a mile from
the ranch came a dight risng, so dight that it was barely perceptible. It continued, however, till
a the end of a mile a marked elevation had been reached, the soil being ill brown and barren.
Waking onwards and upwards, one came a last to a few trees and a paich of afdfa and here, in
the heat of the day, it was not uncommon for driversto recline for an hour’'s deep.

Towards this oasis Goodwin directed his steps. The misson on which he was bent preoccupied
him too much to dlow his watchful faculties any chance of assating themselves. Consequently,
he was unaware of the fact that a man had followed in his wake warily, and & a distance, hating
when he hdted, advancing when he did, seeking the cover of the earth whenever he showed an~5
sgn of looking backward.

At the clump of trees, the tracker threw himsalf down and enjoyed a rest till Goodwin's figure
had diminished to a vanishing point in the distance, just where the plain dipped down into the
stlement. Further delay might be dangerous, so Bill—for it was he—picked himsdf up and
covered the intervening ground a an easy run. His quary had by this time entered the man
dreets, for, like al Americans the inhabitants of Vulture Point liked to cal their little hamlet a *
aty,” and its tiny thoroughfares “dreets” The one in which Goodwin found himsdf was
Republican Street, and there dwelt Joshua Brown.

Brown's store was open. It dways was until late a night, when dl chance of securing
customers was past, for Josh did not like missing a chance, and worked hard to increase the pile
of dallarslying secure in afar-off bank. He was not the man to trust a Bedford banker.



When Goodwin passed, he was greeted with a cheery “good-evening” by the keen-eyed
American, who watched him, as if taking stock of some grocery sample, from the platform of his
dore. A few seconds after, the Cdifornian passed, and the reason for his presence was well
divined by the storekeeper.

“I guess they're smart enough after the Britisher up a that ranch,” he observed meditatively to
aman who was Stting by him.

“You bet!” was the reply, in that dry tone which imparts humour to everything a Yankee says.
“Thekid can’'t smile without Holt wantin’ to know why. | saw it when | was round t' other day.”

The Cdifornian douched dong, passed the smithy, the post-office, the drug store, ill keeping
Goodwin in sght, and not giving up the pursuit till he saw him take a sudden turn to the left and
ascend by a beaten track the rugged side of ahill.

There was only one solution to this move, and tha fitted in with Bill's theory—the Englisiman
was going to the farm of John Carlton, a fellow-countryman, and the inveterate enemy of Holt.

Satidfied with this discovery, the Cdifornian wheded and sauntered back, caling in on his way
a the largest hotd in the place. It was not pddid, having only four deeping and two dining-
rooms—good enough accommodation for Western folk.

Left to himsdf, with no further responshility, Bill enjoyed the luxury of a drink, a smoke, a
chew, and a quiet meditation on events past, present, and to come.

The man to whom Goodwin went had a one time away in the seventies been employed as a
miner in the Northumberland cod-fidds. Inveigled into a brawl with some drunken companions,
he had so far forgotten the requirements of his country’s laws as to drike a killing blow.
Fortunately for him, the scuffle took place in the dark, on an open space, and in a spot little
frequented by the police. Aided by these circumstances, and unobserved by his intoxicated
companions, he dipped away and ran home as fast as his legs could carry him. Without waiting a
moment, he collected dl his savings, and with a few atides of cothing suffed hadily into a
handkerchief, rushed off to the nearet dation. Luck again favoured him—he was in time to
catch the midnight train for London.

Thus in the morning, when the body was found, and a hue and cry raised, Carlton was many
miles distant, meditating a trip to the United States. The golden prospects of the West had caught
his fancy when a youth, and a a later period had led him to think serioudy of emigrating. So, in
his emergency, he naurdly turned thither, and secured his ticket for New York on an outward
bound liner.

Many years of ups and downs succeeded that memorable flight. Sometimes his pile grew until
it was nearly large enough to buy a busness and sdtle down to a quiet life; then, by some
reckless act, it was diminished to—nothing. And this not once or twice, but often.

Chance guided him to marry a Chicago woman, presented him with a haf-wilted son, and sent
him to Oregon to seek a better fortune. Once, reduced to a State of absolute pauperism, he struck
Vulture Point, and, hearing that hands were wanted at Holt's ranch, he offered his services.

He and his family remained there for saverd months, faring neither better nor worse than other
hired labourers. Had it not been for one thing, the enmity between him and Holt would never
have arisen. Holt was a bully by nature. He was never so hgppy as when killing or wounding
some animd. In the absence of such “sport” he led his companions a hard life with curang and
fault-finding. To such a man, Canton's son offered an excellent butt; being a semi-idiot, he had
neither strength nor spirit to resent the treatment he received.



Never was a youth subjected to more vindictive tyranny. Whenever his parents were absent, he
was ather made the laughing-stock of dl the hired hoodlums, till they were tired of it, or dse
beaten and even brutally branded by Holt himsdlf.

This latter torture was resorted to one day when Holt returned to the house and discovered that
no meal had been prepared by young Carlton, who was fast adeep in a corner.

My client's demoniaca temper rose, and, quietly gpproaching the fire, he thrust a rod of Sed
between the bars. In a few moments it was heated red hot and applied to the bared chest of the
helpless boy. It was usdess to cry out; no one was near, and there was no pity in the eyes of the
man who kndt upon him; he could only writhe under the torture, emitting the incoherent
babblings of a weakened brain. Sllence was enforced upon him by terrible threats, accompanied
by repeated blows, and on the return of his parents, he dared not reved to them the torments he
had undergone.

One day, however, when Holt was engaged in his favourite recreation, Carlton came upon the
scene—and a furious fracas took place. It looked like killing. Both men had closed and were
fighting for ther lives, both were wiry and hard as cast ged, and it is difficult to surmise which
would have come out the victor, had not a party of travellers arrived and effected a separation.
After this Carlton sought shdter dsawhere, and findly fixed his quarters at the ranch on the hill-
dde. Smarting under a burning sense of wrong, he had shunned as much as possble the society
of his felown-men, and brooded aone over schemes of vengeance. This secluson did not
increase his popularity, and a the time of Goodwin's advent, no man in the didrict was more
thoroughly detested than John Carlton, and no woman more consgtently dandered than his wife.
To be seen in ther company was enough to secure the scathing condemnation of Vulture Point,
expressed in the pithy Western phrase “of no account.” After that has been said of a man, his last
socid hope is exterminated, the career of an outlaw lies inevitably before him.

When the news of Goodwin's arivad was noised in the settlement, a fact which Holt in his
annoyance credited to the gossiping tongue of the Cdifornian, Carlton resolved to get hold of the
tenderfoot. Desperate as he was—the lease of the ranch was nearly up, and he had not a cent to
his name—he saw in the newcomer ameansto hisend.

One morning, therefore, after careful reconnoitring, he approached Holt's ranch and knocked
at the door. As he expected, no one but the Britisher was there. The boy was as usud a picture of
misary, tting by the table done, thinking of home.

“Hullol” Carlton exclamed, as if surprised a the sght. “Why, what's up? In the blues, my
boy! Come, cheer up, never say diel | reckon you and | are fellow-countrymen. Your hand,
mister, I’m glad to make your acquaintance.”

There was something so cheering in the vigtor's unlooked-for appearance, to say nothing of
the genid smile that hovered over his weather-beaten face, that Goodwin felt his heart yearn
towards him. It was an act of Providence. God had heard his prayers, and had sent some one to
comfort him! He was not backward in responding to the advance of the other. Ther hands
closed, and the hearty grip of the elder was as a strong tonic to the younger. he was too
unsophigticated to know that Digphernes emissaries find a bland smile and a greting of
blusering fdlowship ther most excdlent mask. To him this kindly grizzled veteran was the very
incarnation of open-hearted charity, of that sort of friendliness that invites confidence.

After abrief conversation, Carlton came to the point, assuming a confidentia air.

“The best thing you can do,” he said, “isto get right away from here.”



Goodwin fet a chill run through him. In one of these drange reveations men sometimes have,
the whole scene seemed to have been enacted before at some far-off date. He knew he had been
expecting its recurrence, and was crushed by the sense of impending evil.

Canton narrowly watched the effect of hiswords, and proceeded:

“Between you and me, this Holt is an utter rascd, what Yanks cdl a dick card. He and his
chums have been looking for a chance to pull out of here—you may well look scared—
because’—he sank his voice to a whispe—*the ranch is a fake, and doesn't pay them a cent.
What they wanted was a tenderfoot like you with a lump of brass, to be sucked in. They talked of
you before you came as Rickman's greenhorn, Holt's sucker. There, Mister Britisher, that's
what's the matter with you! Sez | to the misss ‘Misss’ sez I, ‘if tha young Goodwin doesn't
move out at once, they’ll have the very skin off hisback.” Now, young man, what sez you?’

Goodwin was flabbergasted. This was even worse than he had imagined. What could he do?
Should he trugt this man, rely on his reaions clemency and go to them, or wait to see how
events shaped themsdves. Carlton was waiting for his answer.

“To tdl you the truth, Mr Carlton,” he began, “I'm very awkwardly placed. You see, my
people & home have implicit confidence in this concern of Rickman's, and | doubt if they would
beieve my yarn. They would think it aruse to bolster up my return!”

“I reckon | might fix that for you,” was the quiet reply. “Just let me know how he gulled you
out. Now come, you may rely on me. I'd sooner have my neck stretched than go back on a
youngdter like you.”

Thus pressed, Goodwin told him everything—how glad the folks a home had been to hear of
an opening for him, how he had boasted of his determination to pile up a fortune, how glowingly
Rickman had written of the ranch, and what a disgppointment it had al been. He even spoke with
winning innocence of his mother’'s love, of his happy schoolboy life, of his financid prospects.
He did not notice the glimmer in his new friend’ s eyes when he spoke of the £500.

“Wdl, my boy,” observed Carlton, cutting himsdf a plug of tobacco, “you will live to see the
old ones a home yet, maybe, if you follow my advice. If not—I don’'t know—they don't tick a
much. | know a thing or two againg two of them, a al events, which would be swinging matters
in alaw-abiding country.”

The old man arose. Even murderers are sometimes virtuous.

“Well, whet can | do?’

The boy was a his wits end, an easy dupe for any unscrupulous man. Carlton smote his pam
asif with sudden inspiration.

“I have it!” he cried. “Come adong with me. In a few days, I'm going to Crescent City with my
two horse team, to scout around for work. For a couple of dollars I'd carry your baggage, and
plant you down there. There are plenty of tramps—ocoding-ships | mean—that would take you to
"Frisco for next to nothing. Then you could get by train to New York, or direct to London in a
sling ship”

The horror of his position was cregping with effect over Goodwin. In this project he saw some
chance of escape, of breathing purer air uncontaminated by the wretches with whom he was daily
in contact.

With the impulsveness worthy of an Irishman, though there was not an ounce of Cdtic blood
in hisveins, he legped into the net extended before him.

“I' will doit,” he sad. “But you must put anote in my letter home, to back up my statements.”

Thisideadid not seem to please the ex-miner.



“I can't write)” he said shortly, but added with a smile, “but the misss can. She would be just
the right one. Will you come and see her. Drop in to-night; if you aren’t too dainty, maybe we
can manage some food to your liking.”

Goodwin hestated to accept the invitation. He must have some plausible excuse, otherwise his
departure would arouse suspicion.

“Say you have a letter to post,” suggested Carlton, “and you must catch the last mail. Put on a
cardess voice and groll off across the desert—but keep your eyes skinned. That Cdifornian is as
dy asany coyote.”

Nothing further of importance passed between them. With a parting warning, Canton mounted
his horse and left the premises, watched earnestly by his new acquaintance until he passed out of
sight across the brown desert.

With a tumult of conflicting emotions raging in his breest, the Englishmen turned from the
window to meet the enquiring gaze of Rickman, who had entered by the back door.

“Hullo, Neville” cried the latter. “Been having company? Who is your new friend?’

There was only one course open to the desperate youth.

“I don't know,” he sad. “He never told me. Some one who came to see Holt, got tired of
waiting, and went off saying he would call again.”

Rickman said no more—but Goodwin wondered uneasily how much he knew.

That evening he made the excuse about the letter, and st off for the ranch on the hill-side. One
thing he forgot to do—that was, to look behind! However, he had some excuse, he had seen the
Cdifornian go off to the orchard a few minutes before, and, imagined, therefore, that no spying
on his part need be feared.

* % %

The firg thing that struck Goodwin's notice in Carlton’s ranch was the evidence of exireme
poverty everywhere gpparent. The furniture was meagre and dilapidated, a broken-down bed
saving in lieu of chairs, the table was propped up by a box to avoid imminent collgpse; an old
trunk smeared with grease doubtless served as a receptacle for kitchen utensls—one or two were
resting upon it. For ornament, the room boasted a few soiled prints from illustrated papers,
crookedly naled againgt the wall.

If Neville Goodwin was unfavourably impressed by the dwelling, he was dill less atracted by
the lady of the house when she welcomed him. There was a hardness in the cold brown eyes, a
thinness in the nodrils and lips tha betokened innate and lurking crudty; there was something
repulsive in the broad sdlow face and close black har. Then her handshake lacked heartiness; it
was cold and dimy. Noticing thet he hestated, she invited him to st on the couch, apologised for
lack of chars, and said a good ded about his deigning to enter so humble an abode. The med
was vey frugd—there was tea, but neither sugar nor milk, eggs and dry bread completed the
fare. But what they lacked in eatables, they were willing to make up in conversation.

Mrs Carlton was vehement in her abuse of Holt.

“He is a scamp,” she declared, “a rogue that would stop at nothing, not even murder. The way
he treated Albert is enough to proveit.”

“Ay,” sad her husband, “he treated him right bad. If there was any justice in this God-forsaken
country, he might have swung for it. Lynch law has settled many aman for less”

The woman went on:



“It will be a good thing for you, lad, when you are clear of him. | reckon, though, ther€ll be a
trouble before they let you go.”

Goodwin drank his tea, feding anything but comfortable. The thought of his departure being
hindered had not occurred to him.

“Will there?” he enquired in a tone of such congternation that the Carltons exchanged meaning
glances. But that glance to Goodwin was a full interpretation of the woman's physiognomy, and
put an end to any doubts he might have felt.

“When do you want to move,” was the next remark levelled a him over the narrow table.

“Not until I hear from home.”

“What!” the man’s and woman's voices came together, and the former proceeded: “But, lad, |
took it for granted you meant to quit without delay. You were to let me drive you over to
Crescent City next week.”

Goodwin knew he was in an awkward position, but faced them coally.

“Yes” hesad. “But | have changed my mind.”

“Have you seen Holt?’

There was dmogt a threst in the woman's voice as she fixed her eyes on him.

As a rule, there is more subtlety of expresson in dark than in light eyes—blue eyes are more
perceptibly decatful than the bolder brown—but in those of this woman, the meaning was
pal pable. Goodwin's reply baffled her.

“No,” he sad. “I have not seen Holt, and have had little conversation with Rickman, nothing
bearing on the subject.”

There was no gansaying this staement; it bore the unmistekable samp of truth, and the
Speaker was a gentleman.

Like al her sex, Mrs Carlton hated to be thwarted by a man. She persevered.

“Don’'t be a fool, young man,” she said, with the ar of one speaking for his good. “It's jus this
way with you—either you stay to be dripped of every blessed cent you've got, with perhaps a
bullet in your brain as a keepsske—or €se you go with my husband to live and drike ail
elsawhere. That's about the way of it. Whichisit to be?’

But Goodwin did not fdter, he inherited the bulldog tenacity of soldier ancestors, men who
were aways used to face long odds.

“I shdl remain until | hear from home,” he replied, and to that reply he consistently adhered.

At lagt it dawned upon the worthy couple that this tenderfoot meant what he said, that perhaps
he was not quite so smple as he looked. And they had perforce to let him abide by his decison,
with agrowing conviction that that £500 was not destined to come their way.

After promisng to pay them another vist, Goodwin arose, and, afrad lest his reief a leaving
them should be manifest in histell-tale face, he bade them a hasty farewdll.

The wak home seemed unusudly long, perhaps because he was weary and had suffered much
from the heat of the day. The desart seemed interminable, and, in spite of the clear moonlight
that lit up the mountain and valey, he logt his way. Indeed, the moon was the cause of it. It
reminded him of home, of the starlight nights when he and his mother used to St together and
gpeculate upon the myderies of the heavens. But, sumbling aong, heedless whither his feet
caried him, quite by chance, he hit upon the right track, and after that it was not long until he
was standing before the ranch.

A light in the kitchen told him that some of the men were ill about, and, much to his chagrin,
he perceved Halt in his favourite postion on the platform, haf hidden in the shadow of the wall.
There was a drange, uncanny feding in the ar; a ghosly wind blew through the dfdfa and



lashed up the smouldering logs. The effect was heightened by the presence of my dient, who, dl
unconscioudy, took from me some traces of the invisble world of evil.

Goodwin shivered, Holt spoke first.

“Hullo!” he said. “Where the deuce have you been? We thought you were logt, and Bill wanted
to get up a search party. Dear old Bill, he doeslove you like a brother.”

The arch hypocrisy of the last remark was too evident. What was he thinking about?

Neville a bay was cooler than Neville in action.

“I've been down to the settlement,” he said, “and lost my way coming back, which makes me
0 late”

“Oh, log your way? The moon is bright too—how very odd!” the satiricd laugh jarred on
Goodwin.

“It may seem odd to you,” he retorted with more spirit than one would have expected, “but I'm
new to these night rambles, and | confess | have aways to stand 4iill and think before | can hit on
theright track.”

Holt's love of torture was coming well to the front. He leaned forward, his ydlow eyes
gleaming, and settled to his task with keen relish.

“I believe you mentioned that you had been to the settlement. May | venture to ask when?’

“Pray don't gpologise. | don't in the dightest mind telling you. | was there an hour ago.”

“Did you pass Brown's store”?’

“Yes”

“Didn’'t you see Bill?’

“Bill? No, was he there?’

“Yes,” rgoined my dient, enjoying the other's dight discomfiture. “Bill was there, in fact was
there for more than two hours, and has only just got back. Curious you didn’'t mest, isn't it?’

“I suppose | was waking with my eyes shut; it'sahabit I've got into.”

“A queer habit and a dangerous one. Yes, | reckon you were; ill, it's a coincidence. Had
supper?’

“No—am | too late?’

“I reckon not. If you ain't particular, you'll find a bite of something and a dipper of cold tea.”

To keep up the role of the lar, Goodwin accepted the offer and made a med of haf-baked
“damper.” This finished, he crept up to his bed in the room above, and in a very short time his
breething announced to the Cdifornian, who as usud was ligening close a hand, that he was
adeep.

An hour later, the three ranchmen sat below discussing Goodwin’s fate.

“It must be done,” my client said, putting away the lamp and resting his elbow on the table.

The room was a fit mesting-place for conspirators, flooded as it was with the white Ight thet
sreamed through the lattice window, showing up the pae countenances of the inmates. The fire
had died out, but not long enough since for the ashes to have ceased dipping from their places
within the bars and bresking the dlence by ther fitftul movements. An uneasy quiet succeeded
the last words. The Cdifornian, unable to stand it any longer, at last brokein:

“How about the money, EQ?’

“That's safe. Whitdy has it fast enough, the old lady sent it with a babbling letter a week ago.
She didn't wait for her darling to write, but, thinking it would tend to make him settle to his
interesting occupation, she forwarded it without delay.”

“Why didn’'t you tell us before?” muttered Rickman.

“How could 1?1 only knew it mysdlf thismorning. | met Whitdly.”



“Then, | reckon the sooner we get to work the better,” quoth Bill, with greedy anticipation.

“Just 0! 1, for my part, have an idea—but | daresay you have too—eh, Rickman?’

Rickman became suddenly and mysterioudy intdlligent.

“Ye—es” he drawled, imitating unconscioudy the Yankee inflexion. “I've a sort of notion
how to work it.”

(Both my hands were rubbing the brow of my client.)

“Wdl,” Holt said dowly, with an impressive pause now and then, “let each of us try his plan in
turn. But—" and a death-like slence ensued till he continued,—"but we must exercise the utmost
caution; we have enemies—Carlton, his wife, and severd others. Nothing must be done to arouse
suspicion—no clumsy bungling. Sabbey?’

Agan a dslence followed, even more horribly intense than the former. The moonlight seemed
to burgt into a stronger flood, the shadows to assume more unearthly shapes, the baying of the
coyotes to resemble ghostly voices. A chilly blast of wind blew with a cresking sound through
the doorway; te lamp gave one feeble flicker and died out. A terror of darkness seemed to fall
on the trio, making them fear to move. Holt recovered fird.

“We are a pack of fools,” he observed, “to be scared by the moon. Now to business. You shall
try firgt, Rick; but how?’

“Leave that to me” was the reply. “I’ve thought it out. Are you sure of the money, that's dl? |
don't care about meddling in the matter otherwise.”

“You needn't fear that.”

“And our shares?’

“£150 each. £50 to Whitely.”

“That'sal Chineseto me” growled the Cdifornian, “what does it mean in dollars?”’

“$750 each. Now, are you satisfied?’

“I'm on,” observed Rickman, complacently gazing out of the window. He was no longer
afraid.

“And if you fal?’ queried my client.

“Then I'll take my wrn,” Bill answered for him, chewing his tobacco in savage earnestness. To
look a him, one would have credited him with the courage of alion, but | knew better than that.

“Thenif youfal | will try.”

My client, when roused, could not speak like an ordinary man—nhe either shouted, or hissed out
hiswords with a stress that would have been ridiculous in a spesker of less threatening aspect.

| gently caressed the ill-shaped head. “And succeed,” | whispered to his feverish brain.

Soringing from his chair, he moved noisdesdy across the floor to a corner of the room, to the
agtonishment of his companions, who scarcely knew him in this new phase of excitemen.

“What the deuce are you up t0?" Rickman enquired anxioudy. There was no knowing what
might heppen on anight like this—a night that seemed fit to shelter a hundred lurking assassins.

“Drink to the luck of our enterprise,” Holt said, placing awhisky keg on thetable.

“Yes, wewill,” said the others, but they cast apprehensive looks around.

“Then pledge yourselves to be steadfast—no looking back.”

My dlient fixed them in turn with his yelow eyes, strong in my power.

The men were spdlbound for a moment; he seemed to them an incarnation of the evil they
dared not ress. Then, sheking off their nervousness, they repeated his toast—"No looking
back!”

So, on that night, in a lone ranch on the desert of the Vulture Point, did three men, aded,
though they knew it not, by a chosen emissary of the Prince of Darkness, drink a dipper of raw



whisky, and their toast was the murder of an English boy—a pae, weary boy, who lay deeping
above them, his unconscious face turned to the stars he loved.

CHAPTER XII
PROGRESS OF THE TENDERFOOT

Four weeks had egpsed snce Goodwin's arivd, and, during that time, he had been treated
rather as a guest than as a ranch hand. Every consderation had been shown him, every device
tried to make him dter his opinion of the ranch life. But, in spite of their care, of the redtraint the
men placed on their tongues, of the virtuous sentiments they were beginning to express, the
tenderfoot clung to his first impressons. He hated the place, the men, ther ways, and nothing
would make him change his views.

Of Carlton he had seen nothing since his vigt to the ranch on the hill; and from this he inferred
that he must be away working “up country.” Goodwin was not sorry; he indinctively fdt that the
tender mercies of Canton and his wife might be worse than those of Holt. At leas, in the
settlement it was known where he was. Woud Holt and his corfederates dare to ill-use him, with
every probability of being found out? He thought and hoped not.

Ealy one morning he sat out for the podt-office, and received with trembling hands the long-
desired letter. Without any doubts as to its contents, he waited until no one was in sight to read it.

His mother wrote:

“On no account, my darling boy, must you come home. After dl the expense of your journey
and ouitfit, it would be foolish to return before giving the life a far trid. As to the tales you have
heard about Holt and his friends, don’'t believe them. They are probably invented by his
enemies—al prosperous people, you know, have enemies—and of course you meet with plenty
of unscrupulous rogues ready to poison the minds of young men like you agang any one they
didike. Why, my dear boy, Mr Rickman is an old Clevetonian—how can you be so foolish? |
think you owe him, a least, an gpology. Now, please, be sensble. You will soon get over your
home-sickness, get into your work, and @mme back in a few years strong and hardy, for a holiday.
The £500 is waiting for you in Whitdy’s bank. Invest it in the syndicate as soon as you like, but
oet a lawvyer to see that dl is straight, and the share properly attested. Cheer up, darling boy, ad
be brave. You can't expect life to be al roses and no thorns, we have al had and are having our
battles, though you might never think it. What poor Chrigian soldiers we should make if we
were to turn tail and run away at the first onset.”

The rest was merely affectionate messages from various members of the family.

To Goodwin the disgppointment was intense. It was evident that his return would vex them,
and lower him in the estimation of dl. So there was nothing to be done but remain and force
himsdf to endure the life which seemed at this moment more intolerable than ever.

Thoroughly disheartened, he returned to the ranch, with, however, one firm determination in
his mind. He was resolved not to pat with the £500 till fully convinced that his instinctive
avarson to Holt and his friends was indeed unjudtifiadble. he was thinking this over when he
encountered my client sauntering down the track towards him.

“Hullo, youngster!” he cried (and | dipped my arm into his as he spoke), “down in the blues on
such alovely morning? Come, buck up! Where have you been?’

Now, there was no one Goodwin less desred to meet than Holt, and fearing that he might
betray his sentiments, the boy smulated neurdlgia



“Tothe drug store,” he said, holding his hand to hisface. “My teeth bothered me dl last night.”

“Sorry to hear it. Could Joe Edmunds do anything for you?’

“No—at least, he was out.”

“Wdl, have a pull of whisky, you will find some in the keg. | know of nothing better for
neuralgia Oh, by the bye Neville” the words came dowly, as if something important was to
follow, “we have been taking about the syndicate. It is proposed to add on a couple of hundred
yards to the orchard, and stock it with the best apple and pear-trees. This, of course, means an
immediate outlay, and the question of funds crops up. Rickman will invest $500, Brooke and |
$400 each. | beieve you have some idea of joining us, and have a certain capitd adready banked
in Bedford. Oh, don’t look surprised! Rickman heard about it from your mother.”

The boy walked dowly aong, kicking the sonesin hisway. What could he say?

“Look here, Mr Holt,” he began, with a sudden inspiration, “to be candid, | don't like the life
here a dl. The climate disagrees with me, the people are not to my taste, and the work isn't
congenid.”

He stopped, because he saw that the other was amiling a him, in the manner which fahers
assume when they wish to look forbearing towards the hastiness of youth! It was a gdling smile,
and Neville writhed inwardly. What could he do if Holt perasted in regarding his case from that
standpoint.

“We dl thought as you do when we firs came out,” the eder man said gently, “but, after the
comparison with the old country became less fresh in our minds, we got over the home-sickness,
and now, why, we wouldn't change with any business men in England. Where would you get
such magnificent, wild, unlimited country—such freedom, such hedthy conditions of work?’
Then suddenly dropping from the oratoricad dyle into his naturd tone, “but what do you mean to
do if you leave us? Return to England, to the regret of your friends, and your own, when you
come to your senses and say as your excuse that you didn't like the life? It would be rather wesk,
wouldn't it? And, once back, what will you do? Go into an office, and drudge away in a Suffy
room behind a counter with ten hours work in front of you each morning, and a fortnight's
holiday in the year? Would you like that after your freedom here? Come, my boy, I'm old
enough to be your father, and have been through the mill of life enough, a any rate, to see the
difference between advantages and disadvantages. Beddes, | am no idle speculator or
adventurer, but a hard-headed business-man, who can digtinguish between a good and bad dedl,
and cdculate profits to a nicety. Come, what do you say? Your share will bring you in an
income, not princdy at first, but enough to secure you a far pogtion in the place, with a pretty
little nest-egg in the bank. Come, cheer up; look d it from a manly point of view. Think of those
at home and what they expect of you.”

Goodwin listened to this harangue unmoved. He was not one to be swayed from his stled
course by a man's words—least of al by the words of a man whom he distrusted. So he bit his
under-lip and kept slence.

This roused my dlient. He felt a sring of oaths pulling a his tongue, and kept them back only
by a great effort. They had by this time reached the gate in the fence, and a troop of hogs that had
broken loose from the corral scattered at their approach.

“Aren't you ready with your answer,” Holt asked, trying to keep up his plessantness with a
week attempt at asmile.

But the reply, when it came, did not please him.

“I am 4ill of the opinion that | shdl never like the life, and therefore, with many thanks to you
al the same, | mugt findly decline to put my money into the suggested scheme.”



The tenderfoot meant what he said. There was no doubt of tha, and, leaving Holt to his own
company, Goodwin started in pursuit of the refractory swine.

Thrusting his hands into his pockets, with sddong glances a the retredting figure trampling
over the squirrd grass, Holt suddenly returned to the house. There was no one in the room.
Throwing himsdf on a char, and puting his feet on the table, he let his head sink on his bresd,
and grumbled himsdf to deep. The terific hest and an unusudly large draught of whisky hed
produced a sense of lassitude.

While he dept, | lot no opportunity of pouring into his muddlied brain grotesque schemes of
robbery and murder. Murder in the kitchen, murder on the desert, murder on the mountain—but
adways murder. The ydlow-jackets buzzed round him, the flies sdttled in swarms dl over him,
the fleas rgjoiced a hisindifference—he dept on. The rest of the day passed uneventfully.

On the morrow, after the men had been gone to the orchard for about an hour, Rickman came
running back to the house. In his haste, he sumbled over the platform, cursng in consequence
with such zed that Goodwin left off washing his dishes to come out and ask:

“ Anything wrong?’

I’'ve had a bit of asill, that’s dl. Have you seen my bandanna?’

The article was produced, but Rickman seemed in no hurry now. Resting on the wooden bench,
he regarded his own boots with an air of perplexity. Suddenly he said:

“Neville—old chap.”

“Yegl”

He was not often cdled “old chap.”

“Will you do me agood turn?’ The honest ring in the voice disarmed suspicion for once.

“By dl means if | can.”

“Why, there is some brute of a dead anima in the wel. Didn't you notice how the water
stinks? Holt asked me to get it out; he ought to have come to help, but there's an extra pressure
of orchard work just now. Will you lend a hand?’

“Yes, certainly. What can | do?’

They waked dowly towards the well; the heet of the day was beginning to make itsdf fet, and
the sun's rays blazed down on the desert. A few two-horse teams were visble lazily moving
adong the tracks en route for the settlement or Bedford; trails of smoke crept up from far-off
ranch chimneys, and an interminglement of sound bore witness that the life of the day was
advancing. Neither of the men going towards the well, however, paid much heed to these things.

“If you are afraid of being lowered, don't be ashamed to say s0,” sad Rickman genidly. “You
wouldn't be srong enough to hold and pull me up—but, of course, we can leave it till Holt
returns.”

He was looking down & the dark water surface twelve feet benegth, where floated the remains
of agmdl animd, a stoat.

“No, I'm not afraid,” sad Goodwin readily. “You've got plenty of grit for a kid.” It was
spoken gpprovingly, as Rickman picked up arope.

“Wind this round your body—so—" he commanded, and for better security, proceeded to
feden it himsdf.

A few seconds later, the tenderfoot was hanging over the water, clutching the rope with one
hand, and, with the other, fishing for the corpse by means of a pail.

There was a hdf-scared expresson in the blue eyes above. | saw it without surprise, it fitted in
with my edimate of the man's character. Goodwin did not see; he was too intent on his



unsavoury task, too eager to get it over. The stench sickened him, and the water seemed alive
with dimy insects

Just as he had succeeded, and the dead anima lay at the bottom of the bucket, there was an
ominous thinning of the rope a one particular spot, a terrible wrench, and a sharp cry of warning.
Splash! The boy was druggling in ten feet of water, without swimming space, without means of
support, for the wals of the well were clean cuit.

Rickman stood in helpless bewilderment. He was a better actor than one would have supposed.
In answer to hisvictim's cries for help, he moaned his inahility to do anything.

At last, when the hands had ceased to claw at be unfriendly wadls, and floundered piteoudy,
beeting and splashing, in the water; when the white, despairing face sank deeper and deeper, and
the voice was dmogt gtifled, then, and not till then, did Rickman dir.

He turned round to look for some pole with which he could make a pretence of rendering ad,
when, to hisintense darm, he met the angry dtare of a sranger’s eyes.

A travdler had arived in the nick of time. With the acuteness of the eastern American he had
grasped the Stuation as he reached the fence, and seeing a rope near by, picked it up and hurried
upon the scene.

With a sgnificant motion towards his hip pocket, he bade Rickman descend, and the murderer
dared not disobey. As he was lowered, a click overhead warned him that no fooling would be
tolerated, and so, greatly againgt his will, he brought up the drowning boy. Hitherto but few
words had passed between him and the stranger. The interview that followed the rescue was
chiefly composed of reference to the relms of my roya master. Nor was the stranger’s parting
advice to be despised; at least, Rickman was prepared to pay it due respect.

“If that there kid ain't dive and kicking when | look in to-morrow night, ther€ll be hedl for
more than one of you, or my name am’ t Mitchell. Sabbey?’

Rickman assented eagerly. His attempt had passed with falure, and now he wished only to do
the best for himsdf. Besdes, the name of Mitchel was not unfamiliar, it caried with it the idea
of popularity, and a reputation for marksmanship second to none in Thompson County.

Trying to bring Goodman back to hedth was not dtogether unpleasant to Rickman. To my
disgus, the man was week enough to fed thankful that the guilt of murder was not to lie a his
door. He had dreamt of hanging agood ded latdly.

Sill, he awaited Holt's return with unessiness. He wondered whether he feared an outburst of
fury or a turn of cam cynicism the most. Holt was rather to be dreaded in either mood. The boy
did not require much atention. He lay in a corner of the gtting-room, where the stranger had
placed him to be out of the sun's rays. There was nothing between him and the boards, except a
threadbare cushion under his head. The wet overals had been taken off, and he had been
wrapped in a blanket. This consderation also, he owed to the stranger.

Knowing that | had plenty of leisure time, | wandered over the estate, looking at the growing
ghrubs, a the older fruit-burdened trees, and at the fdlen fruit rotting on the ground below. There
were many varieties of gpples, and one especidly fine—a large purple-tinted fruit, not so juicy as
those grown in England, but far more splendid to look a. | estimated that the products of the
orchard on the whole would not pay for the gathering; that it would be more pofitable to fatten
the hogs on the fruit than to send it to the Bedford market. But, from an artistic point of view, the
orchard was the redeeming festure of the ranch. It was a pretty oasis in a hideous, scorching
wilderness.

A few mornings later 1 again visted the spot, and this time extended my wanderings to the
cornfield. There were none of the golden ears, none of the swaying yelow saks, none of the



scarlet poppies, or blue cornflowers of the idedistic summer scenery—only a broad expanse of
green or brown, of sharp keenedged blades, of rough soil, cracked, baked, and uneven. In the
middle of the field the three conspirators were engaged in gathering the daily crop for the corrdl.

Holt stood in a cart, pitchfork in hand, leveling the sheaves & they came up to him. The other
two, one on ether side, were clearing the dlotted rows. It was a monotonous task, and one which
must have wearied men whose spheres of life should have been esawhere.

To the Cdifornian, it was second nature. Born on the praries, he had fulfilled this and amilar
tasks ever dnce, as a little red-headed urchin, he parted from his mother, and left her saturated
with drink in the ams of Death. He had trusted to chance, and chance had led him a reckless,
dare-devil dance. Tail, money, drink; drink, more toil, money; in and out of luck, dways in sght
of Digphernes, Cdifornian Bill had followed the luck of the West with the same unconcern as he
showed & his present occupation.

The sun blazed down upon the men, asif determined to roast them where they stood.

Rickman was the firg to fdter. Leaning on his pitchfork, he looked up a Holt from under his
broad-brimmed hat.

“It'stoo hot for anything,” he said.

With an agile legp that would have scared an earthly athlete, | sprang upon the stack and stood
besde my dient. As | guessed, he was brooding over the falure of Rickman's plot. His face
would not have been a pleasant study for a nervous person.

“If Bill is going to play the fool as you did, Ern,” be sad, wiping his face with his bandanna,
“the sooner I’'m out of your company the better. Y ou behaved like a thorough greenhorn.”

Rickman scowled.

“Oh, I'm not afraid of offending you,” the other went on; “you can't move from here without
my help. I'm the hand that moves the machine, the brain that thinks for you both. Why in
thunder you couldn't do for the boy before Mitchell arrived passes me! It would have been
smple enough to keep him under with a pole; and you said there was one handy.”

“You see | am not so clever asyou,” retorted Rickman in avoice of increasing anger.

“It wouldn't have taken a genius to have done that! Upon my word, a nipper fresh from the
schoolroom couldn’'t have managed worse. It will be doubly hard now, since the settlement have
got wind of our game. However, it's no use groaning over a broken leg, the best remedy is to lie
low and have no further monkeying.”

The men sulkily agreed; and, finding that there was enough corn in the cat to satisfy the
capacity of the hogs, they took their way homewards.

* * %

A week went by. The youngster progressed so favourably and received such assiduous attention
that he was able to resume his household work, much to the edification of his friends from the
Point, for quite a number of folk, not dl actuated by sympathy, had come out to see him. In
answer to ther enquiries he unreservedly praised to them the kindness of Holt and his dlies, and
this doubtless lulled to deep the suspicions in many minds.

So, for a week there was cadm—a refreshing change to the young Englishman, who found
himself the object of more kindness than he had ever expected Westerners were capable of
showing. Invitations to dinner and supper, to a friendly candy-pulling, to spend a few quiet days,
were showered upon him by good-hearted ranchmen. Even Josh Brown did not begrudge an
extra med from his larder; the Britisher must wak over to the store and stay a few hours, just to



cheer him up a bit after his spel of sicknessl He looked right down bad, with one foot in the
grave—to be sure he had never been stout, but—well, he must have a cha with Mrs Brown and
the girls, and mebbe that would physic him better than being by himsdlf up at the ranch.

Neville was not loath to aval himsdf of this invitation. The Browns were nice-looking girls,
with a superior taste in dress and a better tone in their voices than the usud set of Vulture Point
ladies. It was a pity that Cora spat like a man, and that Bdinda had a trick of dropping an
occasond oath; but, for dl that, Neville found it pleasant to while avay his spare moments in
their company. There was an unreservedness and sincerity about them very engaging dfter the
conventiona coldness of the ordinary English girl.

Weighing these facts in the badance, Goodwin found the scaes turn in favour of the Misses
Brown, and took to their company with a relish that would have aroused the suspicions of the
British matron; but the old folk didn't go a cent for stand-offishness, and let him run a friendship
as he pleased. There was a gun in the corner if he transgressed the laws of the household; that
reminder would serve to kegp him within bounds.

But the cdm could not last for ever. There came a time when the dark clouds, aways gethering
in the horizon, gave vent to their passons and beched forth thunder, with the lightning that
seemsto kill, and often kills.

One afternoon, while the tenderfoot was ill busy washing dishes, my client entered the barn
to saddle his mare. He intended to ride over to Bedford and see Whitely.

Just as e swung the saddle over the creature’s back, a dark figure filled the doorway, and the
voice of the Cdifornian proclaimed that “he had got a bully notion!”

“What'sthet? said Holt indifferently.

“Why, therattler is &ill under thelog pilel”

“And what of that?’ was the sharp retort; redlly Bill must be aborn idiot.

“What of it? It could do alot! Sabbey?’

There was such a triumphant ring in the voice, that the fellow redly had to be taken down a
peg or two.

“You infernd fool, do you imagine tha with any ass's head like yours, the rattler will be of
any useto us

Bill looked hurt, and fidgeted uncomfortably. “You're mighty hard on me, | reckon, Ed; say,
when did you ever know me spoil atrick?’

“When, you son of a gun? Why, dways, from the first day | was fool enough to give you a
job.”

The straws were flying from under the boots now. “Well, Halt, | bet you one hundred to one in
dollarsthat | make no blunder thistime.”

“Then | won't take it. Money is too scarce on this ranch for that sort d thing. Keep that door
open! I’'m off! Do your best, you can’'t do more. So long!”

My client had mounted, and in a few moments was legping over the desart in a cloud of dust
that trailed behind like the smoke of aship.

Bill looked after him and sniffed contemptuoudy.

“Cdled meafoal, did he? I'll show him right away that I’m smarter than he reckong!”

* * %

The younggter was in the kitchen when Bill sauntered cardlesdy into the house.



“Young man,” he sad with an ar of authority, “I'll trouble you to lend me a hand. The boss
sz to me just now, ‘Bill, I've logt a white-handled knife” ‘Where to? sez |. ‘“Wdl,” sez he, ‘I
reckon it's gone beneath that blamed pile of faggots, and as | want it to-morrow, will you look
after it.” 1 did, but the hole he showed me istoo smal for my fist. Mebbe yours would go into it.”

Neville came out. It seemed hotter than ever as they crossed the yard; the hogs daking their
thirst plunged not only ther snouts but haf ther bodies into the troughs. It was a fine pecimen
of Oregon hedt.

Goodwin fet sck. The usua smdl of something dead came across the desart; there is nothing
more loathsome.

“Whichisthe hole?’” he inquired as they arrived at the pile.

The Cdifornian indicated the oot with ajerk of histhumb.

“Down there, kid!”

Neville threw himsdf on the ground, and, after a little hestation, began to grope in the dark
recess with his hand.

But he bardy repressed a cry as his fingers closed on something cold and scady, something in
coils that moved when touched. Ugh!

“What isit, kid?" enquired Bill.

A ydl of pain and terror was the answer. The ruse had succeeded. Infuriated at being awakened
from a cosy nap, the snake had attacked the first thing that came handy, which, of course, was
the padm of Neville Goodwin.

“Something has bitten me,” he exclaimed, as he nursed the injured member in his lap.

“Let me have a look,” sad Bill. “Why, that’s nothing, kid, you jammed it on a nal. Where's
the knife.”

But the boy did not answer. A horrible faintness was cregping over him, and he was chilled as
if by thewind from avaullt.

Bill chuckled inwardly. There was no mistake this time, no bungling, the rattler had answered
the purposed A thrill of triumph ran dl through him, and he was picturing how crestfadlen Holt
would be, when he received an unpleasant surprise.

Somebody coughed close at hand.

“Hullo!” he exclaimed, making a feeble endeavour to keep up appearances.

A woman good behind him, eyeing him with a sern glance of enquiry that changed to pity as
her eyesfdl on the boy’' sface.

The Cdifornian knew her, and cursed his luck.

“Pleased to see you, Mrs Barnes,” he muittered as politely as his education permitted.

“That’'s a darned lie, Bill Brooke! You an't a bit pleased, but just mighty mad, that's what's
the matter with you. Let me see your hand, young man,” she continued, addressng Neville.
“That's no nal, it's a rattler’s bitel Quick, hustle yoursdf, you long-legged Cdifornian scum!
What, you won't? Then, | reckon I'll raise hdll before I'm done with you.”

Bill saw tragedy in her ook, and “hustled.”

“What do you want?’ he enquired in awhisper.

“Whisky—a keg full—every blessed drop you've got, and just dir those shakety joints of
yours.”

Bill was off, covering the ground with kangaroo legps. When he returned, he found the woman
on her knees beside the prodtrate boy, rubbing him with al her might.

“Anything to keep the circulation afloat,” she muttered. “Here, clumsy, give me the keg.”



With more haste than gentleness she poured a stream of the fiery liquid down Goodwin's
throat, and more, and more, till it seemed asiif hiswhole being must be saturated with it.

“Help me scrub him,” she ordered, and Bill obeyed. Between them they kept Life a her podt,
and Deeth again stole away into the background.

Of the three it would be hard to say which perspired the most; perhaps the tenderfoot showed
the effects of the heat most plainly, for the water rolled off his chest in streams.

“Smdl thanks to you, Bill Brooke, the boy’s life is pared,” said Mrs Barnes, as they caried
the ill fainting sufferer between them to the house. “You are even a bigger devil than | took you
for. What will the boys & the Point say?”

That was a question Bill would rather have left unanswered. He saw in fincy the followers of
Judge Lynch, a grim band of men not dl grangers to him, with ugly expressons on their faces,
and shiny sx-shooters in their hands. He saw a rope and a noose, and watched it swinging from a
high branch. He might have seen more, had not his imagination been checked by ther ariva at
the house.

“It seems to me, Mr Brooke,” Mrs Barnes remarked as they placed the boy on a heap of old
sacks in the coolest corner of the Sitting-room, “that you have lost the use of your tongue.”

She always said “Mr” when she desired to be sarcastic, and it generaly took effect. Besides,
Bill knew what the Vulture Point crowd thought of him.

“I reckon you can talk enough for us both,” he retorted, without looking at her.

“It would pay you to be polite, Mr Brooke.”

Bill winced, asthe stress on the “ Mr” was more marked.

“What' s the good of my telling you | reckoned the kid had hit his hand on anail 7

“It an't no good, 'cause | an't sO green as to swalow it. Weren't you hbitten by a rattler last
year? That's once | know of, and maybe you' ve had more bites in the course of your ramblings.
You're ugly enough to have been bitten dl over—yes! It's a year come next week that my ole
man sez to me, ‘Ceia, Bill Brooke up a Holt's has been bitten by a ettler, and my ole man
never fooled me yet. He knows better.”

She sad this between her teeth with such conviction that the Cdifornian was impressed. He
mopped his forehead asif to gain time before answering.

“You're hard on me,” he sad at length.

“Hard on you?' Bill shuddered at the scorn in her tones. “Hoity-toity! Listen to Mr Brooke
complaining! He says I'm hard on him. Are you 0 delicate, may | ask, that you want some
quinine? | reckon | can cure you. Y ou meant to kill that lad now ain't it 07’

Bill fdl back. There was no misreading the guilt in his coward eyes, blanched face, and
cringing body. All the bravado had gone out of him. He would have liked to fal on his knees and
beg for mercy, but he only whispered—

“Itsalie”

“Are you sure, now, you didn't mean to kill him?’ the woman went on, like one delighting in
torture, for what woman is not cruel at times? “Are you sure you don't know the difference
between anail scratch and arattler’ s bite? It' syou are the liar, Bill,—you—you—youl”

She was the incarnation of an avenging spirit now. There is strong dramdic tdent latent in the
West—and this datternly dressed woman had thefire of it in her veins.

Bill sared & her wrahful figure as she pointed a hard finger a him, denouncing him. Her
words seemed to fill the room, to drift out and away over the desert to the deeping settlement.
Already in his mind's eye, he saw the people roused, heard their cries for vengeance, and
perceived their dust trails in the distance cregping nearer and nearer.



“Are you satisfied, Mr Brooke?' she went on, “for | am. Nurse that boy well and see that he is
fit when | come next—or—There are queer dtories in the settlement aready, you see—and it is
possble folk may fed like lynching al your blessed gang if this comes out.”

With awarning nod to Bill, she stooped, kissed the boy affectionately, and went ouit.

The Cdifornian felt gifled till she was farly across the threshold, and on her way to the fence.
Then the reaction s&t in. He threw himsalf down and cursed long and loudly.

So Neville Goodwin survived. But there dtill remained the attempt of the third conspirator.

CHAPTER XIllI
EXIT OF THE TENDERFOOT

Of dl the gghts in America for vastness, for weirdness, for sngularity, nothing, not Niagara
itsdlf, can beat Crater Lake. Away in the Cascades, in the region of great forests where the giant
pine towers over a primitive world, where the tourist has never trespassed, where, until lately; the
Indian has wandered a large, where the glories of Nature rest undisturbed, lies Crater Lake.
There the eagle builds in peace, the panther and the grizzly bear find secure retreats for their
offgoring—here the weak are dragged to daughter and devoured by the strong of the forest; here
the raitle- snake attains enormous dimensions, and gay-coloured reptiles sport in the pools.

There are a few tracks through the forest, but very few and seldom frequented except in the
beginning of the fdl, when parties of sdtlers fly from the plains for a change to the cool ar of
the quiet mountains.

Following the largest of these tracks past the Hole in the Ground, one comes to a steep ascent
covered with bushes and jagged rocks. Up—up, till the limbs ache and the heart grows weary;
up, till the feet bliter; up, up, past tree after tree, boulder dter boulder, till the forest ends and
the horizon expands with an immense view on al sdes, and one sands on a soft grassy plateau.
If it be evening, the dying light crimsons the western sky, and gilds the mountain tops till the
pines stand out as shadows, kisses the glades of the forest, and plays iridescent on the waters of
the lake,

These perpendicular rocks are no playthings, but gaunt, terrible cliffs, studded here and there
with pines that look tiny in spite of their two hundred feet, springing out from diffs where one
would hardly beieve they could find nourishment. From this giddy height, one looks down sheer
into the cold, clear water, leading, as some suppose, into the very bowes of the earth.

Woe to the reckless man who ventures too near the edge and fald Woe to the climber who
dares the descent; woe to the unwary travdler lost in the grey mist, or to the suicide who legps
headlong over. Thisis adecoy of Nature, one of her chosen sanctuaries.

It was on this plateau that a party of men hated one evening a the commencement of the fall.
They were weary with a week’s travelling, the roads had been heavy, the weather bad, and the
horses fretful. A heavy grey mist hid the lake from view, and limited the landscape to a radius of
a few feet. Three of the wayfarers knew well how far they might wander, but the fourth was a
boy—a tenderfoot; and what does a tenderfoot know of hidden pitfalls?

In spite of inward premonitions, in spite of friendy wanings from wdl-meaning folk~ a
Vulture Point, Neville Goodwin had consented to be one of the party now preparing the lakeside
camp.

When my dlient turned to his inventive faculties for an idea to solve the problem of the Lsoo, it
was | who came to his assistance.



One evening, as he dept in the veranda, | prayed to Digphernes for a dream. One came sraight
from the West where the sun had long snce st. It was an uncanny dream, white and
expressionless as it hastened to me, bloody and devilish as | sent it into his brain. Tha night in
his degp he seemed to stand on the shore of the Silent Lake, and in the moonlight he perceived,
to his right, the form of an Indian, whose back was turned towards him, gazing over the water.
And it dawned on him that he was there for murder, and that the figure in front was he whom he
was intended to kill. As he looked, a cold clanmy hand touched his shoulder, and, looking
round, he beheld with terror a spectre clothed as a monk, grinning ghoulishly into hisface.

“Seel” it whispered, and snapped its fleshless jaws, “see, thine enemy, the man who stands
between thee and wedth! Take him unawares, for the waters of the lake which thou beholdest
are eager for blood. Lose not the golden opportunity.”

The gppaition laughed with mocking encouragement, and Holt wavered no more, and the
bright moon smiled at his victim and lulled his suspicions, so that he heeded not the steps on the
pass. So his foe was upon him before he had time for defence. Even as he raised his eyes in mute
apped to the stars, he was whirled into the cauldron benegath. And, as the Indian fdl, my client
percaived that he had the face of Neville Goodwin.

* * %

Holt woke with a start. The dream had done its work. It gave him the idea of a picnic to Crater
Lake.

Americans and Englishmen have different ideas of a picnic. In America every one works hard,
looking after the horses, fixing the tents, keeping up the water supply, providing and cooking the
food—no one is idle, all work as hard as they do on the ranches, perhaps harder. In England the
generd ideais, who can be most idle—and as arule there are anumber of ties for that honour.

All the party in question had plenty to do. They had taken it in turns to drive, and the task had
been no light one. Waggons have a nasty trick of breaking down a a criticd moment, perhaps in
a narrow pass with a wal of rock on one side and a precipice on the other. No driver can guard
againg such eccentricities. It is “purdy dependent on chance” as the ruined gambler says. We,
Digphernes emissaries, know better.

A wet dew covered the ground, saturating the men's clothes, the food, the blankets. Nothing
kept it out. A more disma picnic could not have been found outside Oregon. A heavy depresson
hovered in the ar, diminishing to zero whatever hopes they had entertained of a cheerful repast.
The Cdifornian’s overdls came hdf-way up his legs, rendering him a mogt comicd figure. 1 was
the only one who could gppreciate such a spectacle; my mortd companions were dl crouching
round the camp fire. The cold damp penetrated to their bones, two of them at least cursed the
mission that led them thither. Knedling on the damp sward, | whispered to my client tha the time
for action had arrived.

Neville Goodwin had left the group, and had amost dissppeared into the mist. Observing,
however, that he paused as if afraid to proceed, my client cdled out genidly—*“It's dl right,
youngdter, keep right on. The lake is hdf a mile away yet. Have a good wak and give your
circulation a chance.”

Whether Goodwin bdlieved him, or desparingly resgned himsdf to his fate, is not for me to
say. | had my ideas on the subject, but decline to commit mysdf. He certainly waked sraight
forward, the eyes of dl following him.



He might have gone thirty or forty yards when he came to a standdtill. The plateau had ceased.
He seemed to stand on the brink of another world, with an impenetrable atmosphere before and
benesth him. He stared helplesdy, vainly trying to pierce the thickest mist he had ever seen.

“Now or never,” | murmured to my client, who, arisng from the fire, had cautioudy followed
the retreating figure.

A lage piece of rock aitracted my aitention; it lay haf-buried in loose soil, sharp edge
uppermogt, not a dozen yards from where Holt was walking. | directed his eyes towards it. He
needed no second prompting; with a cunning agile movement he darted towards it, and in less
than a second it whizzed in agraight line for Neville Goodwin's head.

The crash was 0ft and irresistible—no mortal skull ever withstood such a blow. The bone
splintered to pieces, and, as the boy tottered forwards, brains and blood oozed in a sickly mess
over his cotton shirt.

There was no cry, no cdl for hdp, no moan; nothing but the soft smash that interrupted for a
moment the mist-wrapped silence.

My client stood for a second as the body disgppeared from view; then, without waiting to hear
it strike the water, wheeled dowly and walked quietly back towards the camp.

And that was the last | ever saw of Elward Holt; for of a sudden my sandds put themselves
into motion, and | was borne away towards the sun—away from eath, back to my king
Diaphernes.



